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4 In American Little Magazines of the Fin de Siècle: Art, Protest, and Cultural Transformation,
Kirsten Macleod offers a compelling cultural history and posits these publications as an
important force-field in a context where shortly after modernist magazines appeared.
MacLeod calls  for  the  expansion of  the  field  of  modern periodical  studies  so  as  to
include  the  fin-de-siècle periodicals  within  its  scope,  despite  that  fact  that  their
“democratic character’ and their “highly personalized nature” have rendered [them]
largely irrelevant to trends in modernist studies.” (8). Although these publications do
not anticipate the tenor of modernist magazines in terms of content, readership and
sustained embrace of avant-gardism, the author argues that they form an important
backdrop for  magazine  modernism,  on the  level  of  how they  were  geared towards
cultural and social  change. Poised between critical  analysis and comprehensiveness,
MacLeod’s impressively documented study of a large number of magazines that were
selected out of a dauntingly large corpus more than lives up to its promise: proposing a
“rather  capacious  and,  in  some  respects,  counterintuitive  definition  of  the  little
magazine,” (12) the author widens our sense of “little magazineness” (17) through an
exploration of a hitherto under-researched field. MacLeod’s approach is aligned with
the “expansive tendency” of “all period-centered areas of literary scholarship,” across
“temporal, spatial, and vertical directions,” as Douglas Mao and Rebecca Walkowitz had
put it more than a decade ago (737).1 Most notably, MacLeod’s timely study takes up the
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challenges that  the two modernist  scholars  posit:  the challenge to work across  the
boundary between high and popular culture; revisit the canon through minor, major
and forgotten voices and currents; concurrently examine the fields of production and
the contexts of reception.2
5 The book is divided into two parts and is supplemented by an appendix that comprises
a detailed bibliography of 1890s magazines, categorised into three types –“aesthetic,”
“periodicals  of  protest,”  and “hybrid.”  The first  part  comprises three chapters that
examine the “media and social landscape” (5) in which these publications emerged,
while the six chapters of the second part take us “Inside the Magazines,” through a
discussion  of  literary  genres,  artistic  forms,  criticism,  editorials,  commentary  and
sayings. The central argument of the book is that these magazines are documents of the
making of a new, almost exclusively white male and Caucasian, professional managerial
class, and a primary vehicle of its aspirations. The “key factors” for the “rise” of this
new class which was instrumental in bringing this magazine culture into being, were
“the  zeal  for  culture,  self-culture,  reform,  self-development;  self-expression,
personality, and individuality; the reverence for print; the existence of many different
kinds  of  societies,  groups,  and  networks  for  the  exchange  of  literary,  artistic,  and
cultural interests” (55). Attuned to these trends, “the amateur ‘little magazinists’ of the
fin-de-siècle”  were  alive  to  mainstream  and  oppositional  cultures  alike,  and  their
interest in the latest artistic and literary trends was concurrent with their interest in
the new print technologies of their era. 
6 Part  I  surveys  the  field  of  “cultural  production”  during  a  transitional  period  for
American consumer capitalism through a focus on professions, specialties, skills and
technologies  that  were  required  for  the  production  of  little  magazines.  The  first
chapter  of  Part  I  focuses on cultural  and social  contexts,  while  the second chapter
focuses on “print revolutions” as well as on related forms of interest in print at large:
bibliophilia, book collecting, scrapbooking, amateur journalism, hobby presses, are a
few of the tendencies that MacLeod discusses. MacLeod also offers a detailed analysis of
the  materiality  and  the  aesthetics  of  magazines  that  were  produced  both  through
cheap  and  refined  print  forms.3 MacLeod  extensively  examines  how  the  editors
embraced the “print revolution” of the era, and how “old forms of print media” were
remediated and connected to “the revolution in fine printing” (77). Overall, the 1890s
magazines are presented as a “new media genre” (6), intermedial and interdisciplinary
before the letter, as it were. In line with the new materialist perspectives in modernist
scholarship,  the  author  employs  methodological  tools  and  conceptual  vocabularies
from diverse disciplinary areas, spanning Franco Moretti’s distant reading, new media
studies, or the history of print culture. 
7 The  author  persuasively  shows  that  the  1890s  publications  were  a  product  of  an
investment in an idea of culture that was,  on the one hand, informed by American
visions  of  social  reform and,  on the other,  by  a  “professional  ethos  that  sought  to
harmonize  culture  and  commerce”  (62).  The  vexed  relationship  between  art  and
commerce impacted editorial outlooks, as due to financial and practical constraints,
aesthetic  choices  or  political  affiliations,  these  publications  remained  distinct  from
mass-market magazines. MacLeod maps both alternative and more radical, as well as
more mainstream visions that were embraced by this new elite. Hence, the divergent
pushes and pulls that emerge in the magazines, such as that between the “elitist and
reformist ideals of the residual genteel culture of the Gilded Age,” and the “emerging
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populist and democratic (and sometimes, reactionary and corporatist) principles that
were emerging in the Progressive Era” (18). Moreover, the concerns of this new class
also  revolved  the  American  dialogue  with  Europe,  as  American  culture’s  own  self-
perception  was  debated  and  probed.  In  her  analysis  of  cultural  representations,
MacLeod  also  examines  how  these  magazines  differed  from  their  European
counterparts which were addressing an audience more consistently inclined towards
avant-gardism. 
8 In  the  second  chapter,  MacLeod  turns  to  the  “print  revolutions”  that  magazinists
embraced,  and  examines  the  magazines  in  relation  to  mainstream  mass  market
periodical  publications.  As  she  argues,  although  mainstream  periodicals  promoted
market values and interests that were embraced by the members of this new class, “
little magazines enabled [them] to take an active role as shapers themselves of their
culture”  (58).  The  magazinists  catered  to  the  desire  for  cultural  capital,  and  also
“assuaged middle-class guilt about complicity in sustaining an exploitative economic
system of industrial capitalism” (28). On the other hand, as mediators of the arts and
crafts movement, the magazines also hosted critiques of a rampant American industrial
capitalism and mass-production: MacLeod stresses that “little magazines were just a
small part of a much wider range of activities on behalf of reform that these editors and
contributors engaged in” (52) and “served as a print equivalent of the artistic, social,
and political societies and organizations that many belonged to” (54-55).
9 In  light  of  the  mappings  that  precede it, the  third  chapter  of  Part  1  includes  four
individual case studies, The Knight Errant, The Chap-Book, the Bibelot and the Philistine. 
The  Knight  Errant attempted  to  maintain  “the  balance  between  high  cultural  and
commercial  aims” (123).  A platform for decadentism and for the stirrings of  avant-
gardism, the chap-book, on the other hand, was “a format that would come to denote
‘little magazineness’  a feature that highlighted the ambiguous cultural status of the
genre as at once elitist and populist” (122). The Bibelot – that followed on from The Chap-
Book, navigated more successfully the worlds of art and commerce. This was perhaps
the reason why in the context of The Bibelot writers like Yeats, Symons, Dowson, Wilde,
and Carman “become part of a tradition, while in the more modern Chap-Book they
register as avant-garde and controversial” (128). This is a most telling instance of how
context informs reception. The Philistine perhaps managed to bridge art and commerce
more effectively than its peers, and was an interesting instance of how form, ambition,
and impact can become entwined. This section concludes with an overview of Gelett
Burgess’s little magazines; MacLeod once again highlights how personal idiosyncrasy
and editorial  policy were expressive of wider cultural  trends.  This West Coast little
magazinist inaugurated, as MacLeod shows, a shift towards a more radical modernity
which was “more Dada than decadence,” exemplified in his magazines by figures like
“Lewis Carroll and Edward Lear, than Oscar Wilde and Aubrey Beardsley” (141). The
case  studies  are  set  in  an  enlightening  relation  to  each  other,  combined  with  a
reflection on the little magazine as a genre in itself and constitute a transition to the
second part of the book. 
10 Through fascinating publication histories and extensive analyses of a wide range of
genres,  Part  2  examines  how  the  1890s  magazines  showcased  and  impacted  on
developments in American literary culture. The short story was the most fit form for
the “littleness” of the little magazine, also because an American short story tradition
was already in place. Moreover, as “highly polished aesthetic prose objects” (170), short
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stories matched the guise of the magazine itself. Unlike their modernist counterparts,
the magazines of the 1890s did not publish major voices, but for a few exceptions and
were predominantly “venues for aspirants and amateurs, most of whom did not achieve
prosperity” (154). The fiction that was published was resonant with the interests of the
new professional managerial class, and treated themes that reflected new social roles
and trends, such as for instance “modern love,’ forms of “transgressive desire,” or love
triangles (160).  Particularly interesting here is the treatment of subjectivity,  gender
roles,  new  emotions  and  affects,  as  well  as  the  appropriation  of  elements  from
European trends. MacLeod also discusses the social types that populate the short fiction
that appeared in these magazines; worthy of note is the tension between the figure of
the “ideal artist” that “like the ideal of the professional-managerial class, was one who
harmonized culture and commerce” (166). The analysis of the tension between regional
and north  eastern publications  on  the  subject  of  bohemianism is  one  of  the  many
instances of fine analysis in the book, as is the discussion of the emergence of realism in
the  fin-de-siècle  magazines.  The  discussion  of  the  regionalist  strain,  and  the
ambivalence towards local colour is enriched by the author’s perspective on the fears,
the anxiety and exaltation vis-à-vis the emergent modernity of the twentieth century.
Overall,  as  MacLeod  argues,  the  fin-de-siècle  magazines  were  self-conscious  forms,
presenting self-conscious genres to a public that was equally self-conscious.
11 Ranging  from “homespun,”  to  “regional’  or  “dialect  verse” and “free  verse  forms”
“inspired” by European symbolism,” or by Dickinson and Whitman, the poetry that
appeared in  the  1890s  magazines  was  more  attuned to  sentimental  and spiritualist
strains  than  experimentalism  and  abstraction  (189).  Stephen  Crane  is  the  most
interesting case study here, as Crane’s writings represented the tension between the
innovation  that  “littleness”  stood  for  and  the  traditionalist  values  that  the  little
magazines  embraced  (193).  As  MacLeod  puts  it:  “the  reaction  to  Crane’s  poetry
underscores the reverence for traditional verse forms in this period, even among those
who considered themselves in revolt against the conventional and the mainstream. The
free verse that would become so central to modernist poetry was not yet a major form”
(195). Similarly, the chapter that discusses social movements brings out convergences,
such as that between spirituality and socialism, and divergences such as that between
the “aesthetic” little magazines and the magazines of protest. 
12 The visual  material  was complementary to the textual  material  and had a dynamic
development of  its  own.  The interest  in new technologies was converging with the
opening  out  to  new  art  forms  such  as  the  “transatlantic  poster  movement” that
MacLeod  approaches  through  a  balanced  attentiveness  to  its  verbal  and  visual
component.  The  chapter  on  “posterdom” is  amply  illustrated  and one  of  the  most
vibrant in the book. The poster movement emerges as more substantially aligned to
European  trends  while  also  becoming  identified  with  an  aesthetically  and  socially
progressive modernity in the American context (223). As MacLeod shows, poster artists
were most fit for the genre since they were situated between art and commerce: “little
magazines were thus an important medium for the development of graphic and visual
arts in the period” and “little magazine art, and its efforts to capture modernity in
various ways, reflected readers’ senses of their own urbanity and sophistication” (242).
13 Chapter  7  discusses  literary  criticism  and  editorials,  whose  “boisterous”  (243),
idiosyncratic  tone  was  establishing  the  magazine’s  identity  and  “reflected  …  the
contradictory impulses of elitism and populism and of traditional and avant-garde or
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modern tastes” (245). The little magazines were a space in which “changing ideas about
the role of the critic” (247) emerged. The question of influence and eclecticism returns
in Mac Leod’s appraisal of criticism and editorials that combined “a style of preciosity
and  refinement  adapted  from  European  avant-garde  literature  with  the  more
vernacular style and rhetorical effects of modern American journalism’ (252). Overall,
the chapter  on criticism documents  a  wide spectrum of  social  interests  and issues,
encompassing even “the fringes of American cultural life of the period, exploring the
byways of alternative religious and lifestyle movements and figures” (269).  The last
chapter focuses on how “sayings” also constituted a form of “editorial commentary”
(288), that was related to a nineteenth-century American tradition. In the “Afterword,”
MacLeod recapitulates the main lines of the book, and calls for a re/appraisal of these
magazines in relation to the modernist magazines. To this end, she mentions a few
unexplored  connections,  for  instance  Harriet  Monroe’s  appearances  in  the  1890s
magazines, and how the legacy was taken up in Poetry’s Morrisian visual aesthetic. Such
uncharted connections may constitute points of departure for future work. 
14 Although the  1890s  magazines  were  predominantly  “media  of  personal  expression”
(17), they left an “invisible” yet substantial “legacy” (21), as the predominantly minor
and forgotten voices that appeared in these pages were expressing the zeitgeist of their
age and thereby constitute  an invaluable  record of  a  wide range of  responses  to  a
changing world. Just as the study of modernist magazines changed our understanding
of modernism and of the contexts of its production at large, MacLeod approaches the
1890s  magazines  as  spaces  of  both  production  and  reception  closer  to  the  actual
emergence of texts and figures that were to become canonical: a striking example is
that,  as  MacLeod tells  us,  “the potential  legacies  of  Whitman and Poe to  American
literature  were  contested,”  and  “both  were  largely  underappreciated,  though  their
fortunes would rise in this period” (245). 
15 MacLeod’s  landmark  study  certainly  alters  and  enriches  our  sense  of  fin-de-siècle
American cultures by inviting us to see the 1890s magazines as precursors against the
grain  since,  as  argued  throughout,  their  (un)intended  pluralism  and  eclecticism
differentiate these publications from their modernist counterparts. This claim is made
in counterpoint to the chronological frame and the criteria that were set some time ago
by Frederick Hoffman, Charles Allen and Carolyn Ulrich4 in their early comprehensive
attempt to delineate the field. Although their key criteria of “experimentalism,” and
“anti-commercialism” (qtd in MacLeod,  8)  are certainly valid to a  great  extent,  the
junctures and tensions between the radical rhetoric of modernist little magazines and
their enmeshments in the messy “economics” of the cultural field at large have been
revisited and nuanced in more recent scholarship. Although MacLeod warns against a
comparison that would compromise a “historicized understanding” of the 1890s (10),
readers who come to this book from the modernist field, might have wished for more
engagement  with  recent  work  on  magazine  modernism’s  inroads  in  mainstream
cultures and economies. But this is also something readers of this fascinating study
may look forward to: future work in which Kirsten MacLeod, through her sustained
commitment to the “dynamic form of engagement” (412)5 that Sean Latham posits as
necessary in order to approach the “mess and muddle” of modernism, will return to
the ways in which the newness that the 1890s publications embraced and represented
was  radically  reconfigured,  taken  up,  criticised,  or  superseded  by  the  modernist
polemics to come.
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1. Douglas Mao and Rebecca L. Walkowitz, “The New Modernist Studies,” PMLA, Vol. 123, No. 3,
2008, pp. 737-748.
2. Mao and Walkowitz, 738.
3. As  Bill  Brown  eloquently  notes  in  the  introduction  to  a  PMLA special  issue  on  “Textual
Materialism,” alongside the literary, and otherwise, value of a text, “for the textual materialist,
size matters, style matters, color matters” (27). Bill Brown, “Introduction: Textual Materialism,”
PMLA Vol. 125, No. 1, 2010, pp. 24-28. 
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